This article examines the music theatre work, Mr Barbecue (2002), composed by Elena Kats-Chernin with a libretto by Janis Balodis.
Introduction
I n this critique of the music theatre work, Mr Barbecue (2002) by Elena KatsChernin 1 , I maintain that the work's subject matter is based in masculinist thinking 2 .
I argue that this is a departure from her earlier music theatre works, which, as I have articulated in my previous research on Elena Kats-Chernin (Rusak 1999 (Rusak , 2000 (Rusak , 2001 (Rusak , 2004 (Rusak , 2005 (Rusak , 2009 ) that express a feminine aesthetic in subject matter and musical setting. I have engaged in some of the musicological discourses on gender and refer to these, where relevant, in the following. With the commissioning of Mr Barbecue, Kats-Chernin was faced with a project that would turn her attention to masculinist thinking which emerged in the 1980s as a response to feminism and the discourse on gender studies. This paper briefly discusses the composer's earlier work within the feminist musicological framework. It examines the position of the composer herself as a woman and her position on feminism. This is followed by a descriptive musical analysis of the song cycle, looking at the relationship of text to music and how it succeeds as an amusing performance of Australian masculinity. It concludes with the assessment of Mr Barbecue and the composer Elena Kats-Chernin within the context of gender discourse.
The Feminist Framework
My early approaches to the work of Elena Kats-Chernin were an attempt to position her within the context of feminist approaches to musicology. In the 1990s feminist musicology moved from seeking equality and representation of women composers on the concert platform and in the literature (Drinker [1948] 
The Raw and the Cooked
■ Musicology in the late 1980s and 1990s, found in the writings of Rieger (1985 Rieger ( , 1998 , McClary (1988 McClary ( , 1991 McClary ( , 1993 McClary ( , 1999 McClary ( , 2000 , Cox (1991), Cook and Tsou (1994) , Solie (1992 Solie ( , 1993 , Macarthur (1997 Macarthur ( , 2002 Macarthur ( , 2010 and Cusick (1999) , incorporated some of this thinking alongside the Western interpreters of these theories such as Grosz (1989a Grosz ( , 1989b Grosz ( , 1990 Grosz ( , 1994 and Butler (1989 Butler ( , 1990 ).
I claimed, within this context, that Elena Kats-Chernin's early music theatre commissions demonstrated a particularly feminist aesthetic, despite her stated intentions. Kats-Chernin maintained that, in the past, feminism never really concerned her since she had experienced enormous compositional opportunities, as well as the advantages she felt of her experience as a woman and a mother. However, subsequent personal developments have made her seriously consider the disadvantages of being a woman in her profession 3 . I considered that her operas, Iphis (1997) and Matricide: The Musical (1998), might be regarded as reflecting her latent feminist concerns.
Iphis was Kats-Chernin's first major music theatre commission resulting in a chamber opera based upon Ovid's original story of Iphis and Ianthe from the final section of Book IX of Metamorphosis. When asked by fellow composer, Sarah de Jong, why her first major commission upon her return to Australia would be opera, Kats-Chernin stated (de Jong 1994: 29) 'I suppose it's the idea of becoming the 100%
composer, of making a big stage work -and I'm back in the theatre!'
Kats-Chernin believed that opera composition brings with it access to both sizeable musical resources and greater public recognition.
The idea of composing a large-scale work is associated with having considerable power and influence, and many of the institutions which are involved in the performance of large-scale works have privileged hierarchical power structures which are difficult for any composer to penetrate
4
. Halstead argues that compositional genre can be a powerful indicator of the place of a composer in musical life, as is their access to institutions that can bring their music to public attention. She states:
The dimensions of a musical composition; its complexity and form; the forces needed to reproduce it; its performance sphere and the level of dissemination are all important factors in the potential 'value' which can be ascribed to the work, regardless of its actual content (Halstead 1997: 173 ).
Thus, a composer relies upon institutions for the production of their works, particularly those on a larger scale, and, for that to occur, the composer must come from a position of authority and respect. Halstead further argues that women are particularly disadvantaged in this regard because of their historical social position and restricted access to power 5 .
Paradoxically, the resources provided for Iphis were nowhere near on a grand scale 6 and, to date, Kats-Chernin's music theatre commissions have been small scale in terms of musical resources and low-budget infrastructure of the presenting organisations 7 .
Iphis is the story of a girl born to a man who hopes for a boy and who threatens to kill the child if it is girl. A girl is born and the mother disguises her gender. The child is raised and educated in accordance with traditional masculine academic pursuits. This causes Iphis considerable grief and confusion and all goes comically awry on her wedding day. The Iphis story has contemporary relevance on a number of levels, not least with regard to infanticide of female babies in some more traditional societies. On another level, the narrative has contemporary relevance in the sex and gender issues raised. In translating the work for modern audiences, the librettist, Richard
Toop, says:
The attraction of the story lies in the sexual/gender ambiguities and antagonisms. In general, the libretto will follow Ovid's story, modifying it only to increase these ambiguities and give them a more contemporary aspect (Toop 1995) .
I argue in my earlier study of Iphis (Rusak 2005 ) that the area of feminine interest for Kats-Chernin is the role of the mother, which the librettist, Richard Toop, found developed musically beyond his original intentions. I framed this study within the theoretical context of Eva
Rieger's 'restricted aesthetics' which she argues applies to many compositions by women.
Many women have a special ability to create a maximum amount out of a minimum of material, a sort of 'restricted aesthetics'.
Although women have composed in all forms and genres, ranging from small piano pieces to the mass and symphony, they were, in the nineteenth century confined mainly to parlour music on account of their social status (this of course led to the well-known prejudice that women were unable to compose large forms). They are skilled in writing music which can be performed easily and are less experienced in writing music for its own sake. This tradition prevails: songs, piano and chamber music predominate in music written by women. It is difficult to judge whether women are struggling with a negative burden or whether their ability to make the most out of limited circumstances can also be a specific talent which is linked to their social character (Rieger 1998: 147) .
While this appears to be a generalisation, it must be considered within the context of the article where Rieger provides support for these findings in a number of examples demonstrating how this restriction is manifest in music by women. Iphis might be considered an expression of restricted aesthetics because, even though Kats-Chernin has been given the opportunity to write opera, it is a small chamber ensemble piece with limited instrumental and vocal resources. The opera is short and the overture is restricted to the barest minimum played by a very small instrumental ensemble. The overture to Iphis is a mere 33 bars. Some of the restriction regarding the overture can be accounted for by the one-minute brief, as there was no curtain available for the first production. Within this time frame, the essential themes of the opera are presented along the lines of traditional overture principles. Whilst the opera becomes a richly themed piece, the dramatic crux lies in three descending chords for the father's statement, 'I am the father, I am authority', which can be found in the initial sketches for the opera. These are also the three chords which open the overture.
When venturing further into Kats-Chernin's works, I discovered that the restricted aesthetic has always been present. This is not in the minimalist sense, where a single musical idea is repeated with subtle changes, but in the sense of beginning with a single musical unit as a foundation for the piece: Reductions (1983) represents her 'interest in reducing musical means to a bare minimum' (KatsChernin 1996) My general interest, which has been with me since I started hasn't changed, is in minimising the material, reducing it to the bare bones, and then putting a bit of flesh on it later on. That's why when you look closely, sometimes the main material exists only as three notes, or three chords, or one note, or one rhythm, something very tiny (Shaw 1997: 32) .
Examples of this kind of cellular approach can be found in the work of many great composers. Nonetheless, Kats-Chernin's approach to composition might be considered particularly economical. This could be purely an aesthetic decision or, it could be viewed within the context of Rieger's restricted aesthetics.
The issue that becomes very evident in this approach, based on the idea of feminist aesthetics, is the problem of essentialism. Firstly, the notion of women as 'other' has been criticised as placing women in a secondary and inferior position which does nothing to elevate women's compositional efforts and talents. Secondly, to say that all women's music therefore is characterised by a restricted aesthetic is not only putting women's music in the musical ghetto, but also not providing an opportunity to view composition by women as having the right to a voice within the wider compositional sphere. Not to mention that a restricted aesthetic, such as the use of minimal melodic material and small musical cells, might be the basis of music written by men. This is where the conundrums of feminist aesthetics in musical composition become impossible to unravel. To construct a boundary between masculine and feminine creates a polarity that contravenes the deconstructionist thinking of feminist aesthetics. Conversely, it also ignores the place in between feminine and masculine which has been explored in the recent literature on the topic ( 
The Masculinist Challenge
For her next musical theatre work, Kats-Chernin was presented with a subject which was a complete departure from her earlier works in Mr Barbecue is based upon the reclamation of masculine territory emerging from Western males' redefinition of their role in modern
. It is questionable whether Kats-Chernin had a great deal of sympathy for the middle-class Australian male's ennui at his backyard barbecue, but this adds to the satire of the musical setting.
The tradition of the Australian barbecue and the folklore associated with the Australian male taking over the role of cooking, but only meat and only outdoors, has become the topic for theorising on masculinity. By tracing the contemporary male urge to cook meat at the barbecue back to the masculine tribal rite of hunting, searing and distributing game, the reclamation of masculine purpose in suburban peacetime is legitimised. The barbecue becomes a site for the expression of masculine difference and for the segregation of the sexes. With more than a hint of irony, Thomson elevates the status of the barbecue to spiritual ritual and, according to his photographs and commentary, it is predominantly practised by men. This proselytising on the ceremonial significance of the barbecue provides an alternative social political significance to the otherwise humble act of cooking meat 18 .
The choice of Kats-Chernin for this collaboration on the machismo site could be considered rather perplexing. On the other hand, she might be considered the obvious choice not only because of her successful commissioning track record and international musical profile but also for her ability to write both substantial and light-hearted music.
The comic twist is something close to Kats-Chernin's personal experience, for there has been a great divide in her life between the serious and the fun. In an interview for ABC magazine (Schinberg 1997: 29) , she spoke of her days as a conservatorium student when, after hours, she was involved with the Darlinghurst underground theatre scene and the Cabaret Conspiracy. The latter was a loose assembly of artists, featuring Fifi Lamour, Michael Matou, Boom Boom la Burn, and other prominent figures in Sydney nightclubs of the period. Kats-Chernin also practised comedy during her time as a student in Germany. At a time when she and her flatmates could not afford to pay the electricity bill, they devised the Red Hot and Blue cabaret, which became a hit in cafés and performance spaces around
Germany. Kats-Chernin expressed her concern about the impression this work had on her profile as a serious composer and said:
You know sometimes I think I almost have a split personality. I use my normal name for the 'serious' stuff, but was just 'Chernin' for the theatre, you know, when they put your name up. I can remember feeling really guilty thinking, I hope Lachenmann [her teacher] never finds out!' (Schinberg 1997:30) A look at Kats-Chernin's compositional chronology indicates that she became more productive in the years following 1995, which coincides with her return to Australia and single motherhood. Kats-Chernin claims that part of her diminishing productivity in the area of serious music in the ten years prior was the result of a crisis of confidence brought on by Helmut Lachenmann.
He was a very hard critic and I always had the feeling I was not good enough for him -and I could not shake off this incredible overrespect for the teacher, which is a very Russian thing (Nicklin 1997: 23) .
Thus, she confined herself to writing for the theatre and film. Keeping her hand in this way enabled her at least to continue composing, if not to pursue her career in her preferred professional field of serious composition. In describing her blending of the various musical styles, she enjoys using the culinary analogy. She says, 'You mix the ingredients to get the right sound' (de Jong 1994: 29) and later:
Basically it's like cooking -you put all the Russian composers into one pot and they're all there in my music somewhere (Davidson 1997-8: 16 ).
Kats-Chernin also speaks in terms of scales and chords. Although she was tutored within the musical framework of modernism, during her
Soviet education the composers of the Second Viennese School and their followers were bypassed, as they represented the decadence of modernist composition. For her postgraduate studies, she chose Helmut Lachenmann as a teacher in order to engage in the extremes of modernism that she had been exposed to in her training in Australia under Richard Toop and that she had been denied in her earlier training (Davidson 1997: 16) . Thus, the appeal for Kats-Chernin was the opportunity to work with an artist who inspired her and whom she obviously respected. This reference to Siegfried becomes significant later in the piece. Here it appears as allusion to the heroics of this particular character from Wagner's Ring, but it also a references a leitmotiv that has become a modern day musical cliché for the heroic. Meat, metal and fire are the earthly elements that connect Mr Barbecue with his primeval purpose. Through his masculine alchemy they are transformed at the barbecue and he finds self-actualisation by conjuring these elements and exercising magical mystical powers of transformation of flesh into food.
Mr Barbecue the Music
In performance, the quintessential machismo baritone, Terracini, wears a Viking's horned helmet in direct contrast to his casual shorts and singlet with waist chord carelessly dangling down his inner thigh. The juxtaposition of the heroic Viking and the casual bloke in his suburban backyard adds to the humour of the performance. The verse of this song resumes at bar 51, concluding that, through the ritual of cooking, the meat man transcends his animal state and becomes human. Apart from the 'Siegfried' interlude, the music is based on an aggressive and lively ostinato complete with corrugated iron scraped with metal bar. The ostinato, based upon a syncopated rhythmic cell featuring two quavers followed by a crotchet, is performed by bass clarinet, violin, voice, piano, bassoon, double bass, percussion and metal bar. The driving rhythm is suggestive of the virility of the man at his barbecue and is reinforced by his broad declamatory tessitura. This is interspersed with improvisations by the singer marked 'Lyndon's impro with metal utensils' into the written score.
By invoking Wagner, Kats-Chernin has, in the first song, launched the listener into familiar musical terrain and in a brief referential moment conveyed the essence of Mr Barbecue's self-delusions. In his own backyard, he sees himself as a hero battling the elements and nature's forces. The humour in the reference is how far removed Mr Barbecue is from the heroic Siegfried in his gauche attire, secure and safe in his picket-fenced plot.
Drawing upon popular song styles is also a feature of the Mr Barbecue cycle. For example, 'Vegetarian Lover' is set as a lyrical love song based on the bossa nova. This musical style, invented along the beaches of Rio de Janeiro in the late 1950s, often spoke of love, the beach, and beautiful women, usually in insipid platitudes. The choice of this musical style to represent the serenade to Mr Barbecue's vegetarian lover is highly appropriate to its scope. The violin's sentimental rising melody, marked 'molto vibrato, esspressivo' and, in brackets, 'soloistically', is echoed in the piano accompaniment, setting the tone for this torch-song romantic serenade to the vegetarian lover. The singer's entry is based on the same melodic material introduced by the violin. The 'bossa, feel subtle', marked in the score at bar 7, provides the indication for the mood The blues underlie the more raunchy setting of the next song, 'Waiting for Wood' (marked 'slow blues') with the baritone commencing more slowly singing the blues at the bottom of his vocal range as Mr Barbecue commences lighting his fire. His level of excitement increases in anticipation of the fire rising higher and higher. His rising pyromaniacal excitement is rhetorically represented by the melodic rise in pitch and accelerated tempo. As his excitement increases, the slow blues turns to fast jazz swing with a racier underscoring of his rising passion. A musical climax is reached at the setting of the words, 'wings of desire', as the baritone sings d accompanied by a clarinet trill on b flat. The sexual innuendo of the song is the play upon the word, 'wood', colloquially also referring to a man's erection.
As the wood burning in the barbecue fuels the fire and it grows higher and higher, the music becomes more raunchy, echoing the style The idea here is that it is a quick, lively interlude that promises not to take long, the stereotyped Australian male's sexual performance being conflated with the cooking of a sausage. At the second system in the score, the music becomes more mellifluous featuring arpeggiation on C in the violin and bass clarinet as the singer's melody broadens in a tango rhythm.
At bar 17, the mood changes for another bossa nova section. The rhythm of the bossa nova, already heard in 'Vegetarian Lover', returns for Mr Barbecue's rhapsodising on methods of cooking sausages. At bar 49, the tango returns as his passion for the sausage is as he mows the lawn, tidies the barbecue area, has a few more drinks and generally ends up making a mess of the whole thing. It is also an opportunity for Kats-Chernin to express her compositional flair and virtuosity, and, in 2002, it was issued as a stand-alone piece. Composing rags is one of Kats-Chernin's favourite musical pastimes and she has composed several books of rags. This style also makes its appearance in her earlier music theatre works. The 'blue' note, with its characteristic semitone shifting, features in KatsChernin's rags. In the 'Barbecue Rag', this treatment is introduced in the opening two bars with a shift in the melody from A# to A natural. The song is an expression of Mr Barbecue's anger and frustration at his need to suppress his true masculine urge to behave boisterously and selfishly in everyday life. The barbecue site provides him with permission to express his larrikin 22 urges and he concludes by proposing a toast to impossible men. Thus, the mantra has provided the vehicle for Mr Barbecue to gain clarity of thought and enlightenment regarding his true purpose. Paradoxically, his kind of enlightenment is almost in direct opposition to the nirvana that Buddhists and Hindus seek through their meditations, just as the theme of his mantra is in complete contrast to the simple mantras that generally accompany meditation.
As a direct and dramatic contrast to the aggression of 'Impossible Men', the ensuing 'My Father's Eyes' is an introspective soulful ballad.
Mr Barbecue reflects on his resemblance to his own father as he grows older, and on the broader philosophical implications of his genetic inheritance. The ballad is accompanied by piano in the style of popular ballad or song; a plaintive violin joins for final repetition of the verse. The thematic gesture in the music is broad and lyrical (see Example 11).
'Barbecue Zen' is also based upon popular ballad style. It commences with Mr. Barbecue in a state of despondency and hopelessness to then advocating the virtues of barbecue Zen. The song opens with a poignant alto saxophone solo that turns to a swing as he becomes more eloquent. Mr Barbecue's revelation that the barbecue is the solution to his disillusionment with life and his reference to Eastern religious dogma, echo the well-trodden philosophical path for middle-class Western lapsed Christians in their quest for spiritual fulfilment.
The application of his philosophical rebirth in the barbecue returns to the original notion of the barbecue as a site for masculine rebirth.
Eastern musical references, as employed in the 'Tofu Song', reappear. The song livens to a 4/4 swing beat which dwindles to a quite limp, largely improvised swing, with which Mr Barbecue concludes his backyard adventures and leaves the stage. It is an uncertain conclusion to the set of songs and leaves the audience in doubt as to how to act. Has Mr Barbecue left the stage for good and are the audience free to applaud? The ending has been so downbeat and unlike a traditional ending that it seems to indicate there is more. Mr Barbecue does return for the real ending which is in this case the encore piece, 'Wrecked Eggs', a piece which is not scored and, in performance, is a short improvised encore to Siegfried's backyard adventures. For the musical expression of Mr Barbecue's reclamation of the masculine space at his backyard barbecue, Kats-Chernin invokes the Wagnerian hero, Seigfried, with a fleeting reference to the leitmotif, Walkürenritt, possibly the best known musical cliché for the heroic in Western music today because of its wide use in film and television to portray heroic events. The fact that it is not Seigfried's leitmotif in the opera is immaterial, as it is the Walkürenritt which has become the contemporary signifier for the heroic. For the rest of the song cycle, Kats-Chernin uses musical devices to portray the Mr Barbecue's masculine identity crisis with devices such as the stubborn angular melodic and rhythmic mantra of 'Impossible Men', the 1950s raunchy style blues for 'Men Are Like Cars' the irreverent falsetto mimicry of women's voice in the second section of the song where Mr Barbecue wears the apron with false breasts. The complete larrikinism of Mr Barbecue's behaviour is underscored by musical references ranging from Liszt to bossa nova with the occasional Eastern pentatonic colouring for the 'Tofu Song'.
Conclusion
At the turn of the 20 th century, Kats-Chernin found herself working under a certain amount of restriction given the limited instrumental and vocal resources available for her opera commissions, which might be argued as being consistent with Eve Rieger's paradigm of the women composers' restricted aesthetic and Halstead's discussion of women's limited access to power and resources. For Mr Barbecue, Kats-Chernin finds herself returning to the cabaret of her student days to the point where she is also performing on stage. She had expressed her interest early in her career to pursue opera so that she would be recognised as a serious composer, but, at this point in her
career, this has hardly occurred. The restriction of the commission to one singer results in a very lonely barbecue indeed. Mr Barbecue's only human interaction is with the musicians, who are situated on stage behind a picket fence, and such interaction is mostly only to hurl abuse and empty drink cans. As a performer, Terracini succeeds in a convincing and engaging interpretation of the songs. However, given that the barbecue is generally a social occasion, this dimension is missing from the work. That being said, Mr Barbecue does succeed in capturing the idea of the Aussie male in his home as castle, living behind the picket fence expressing all of the bravura and frustration of his suburban crisis. It delves into the confusion of masculine identity at the end of the 20 th century in Australian suburban peacetime.
Kats-Chernin's restriction to this point in her career resides primarily in her access to large-scale resources and the opportunity to write a full-scale opera. While I have argued that her aesthetic approach has always been based upon minimal musical ideas, the artful development of these into a rich array of musical themes in all three early music theatre works overrides the limitations of each of the commissions. She is, in this respect, representative of Rieger's notion of restricted aesthetic in creating a maximum amount out of a minimum of material.
Some would argue that Elena Kats-Chernin's success demonstrates that there are no obstacles to women composers in Australia because of limited access to high profile musical commissions. Her subsequent commissions redress the imbalance of her access to large-scale forms and she has since received commissions from orchestras, the national ballet company, leading national and international musical ensembles and for numerous films. In some ways, she has singlehandedly shifted the statistical weight of commissions in Australia towards women composers at the outset of the 21 st century.
